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version of the William Tell story first appeared in 1804 and has been subject to various adaptations for
the stage by both Altdorf and Interlaken, some scenes being removed altogether. Being given a view of
the human side of staging a cultural play, we take pleasure in hearing about the pranks cast members play
on each other.
As a study in follclore, this book contains extensive endnotes and a fine bibliography on follclore
research. One shortcoming is that no index is given to its many topics. This study can be regarded as
an excellent example of extensive and detailed follclore research. In addition, this book provides for those
interested in Switzerland, a window on the functioning of communal culture in the production of a
patriotic ritual.

Donald G. Tritt

Norman F. Cantor, The American Century: Varieties of Culture

in Modern Tunes. New York: HarperCollins, 1997.
Western civilization today is very technologically proficient but lacks the dynamic and creative
ideas needed to launch a new cultural revolution. Bereft of a unique vision, our post-modern culture
nostalgically borrows from the past, mining especially the gems of modernism.
This exciting book by Norman F. Cantor, Professor of History, Sociology and Comparative
History at New York University, is replete with such incisive observations. The work covers the whole
gamut of twentieth century cultural history. Its core is a stimulating chapter on modernism which
includes literature, theater, dance, drama, music, the visual arts, the social and behavioral sciences,
history, theology, and the relationship between World War I and modernism.
Cantor entitles his book 1he American Century since a major theme of the twentieth century has
been the growth in importance of the United States, a country which in addition to its own contributions
to culture acted as a magnet upon Western European culture, for it was in the United States that ideas
of European origin reached their fullest expression.
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concentration upon Europe and the United States, stating that this focus is due not to chauvinism but to
his belief that most of the dynamic intellectual, artistic, and scientific ideas of the twentieth century
originated in the West.
The author writes that the modernist cultural revolution (1900-1940) was the driving creative
force in twentieth century culture. Modernism is the most recent of the four cultural revolutions that have
taken place in the West since 1500. Cantor defines a cultural revolution as a profound change in
consciousness, ideology and values, which affects a society's world view.
Historians, who tend to emphasize the political sphere, have given short shrift to modernism, for
unlike the other three post-1500 cultural revolutions-the Reformation, the Enlightenment and
Romanticism-modernism never developed a clearly defined political slant. By making modernism the
foundation of his book, Cantor is able to give a much richer account of twentieth century history than
that provided by the typical political orientation of history books.
The cultural revolution of modernism began in Western Europe in the 1880s and by 1900 had
become a distinctive movement. Cantor defines modernism by means of a model that contains fourteen
characteristics, among which are moral relativism, antihistoricism, elitism, and a new frankness about
sexuality. The essence of modernism was its revolt against Victorianism.
Cantor describers the Victorian cultural achievement and then uses an entropy model to explain
its demise. Every cultural movement eventually exhausts its creative potential. Borrowing an analogy
from Thomas Kuhn, Cantor writes that the Victorian paradigm, like an overfilled bucket, could not
accommodate the change brought about by growing self-doubts about imperialism, the rise of a huge
educated middle class, the end of the depression of 1896-1906, and the advent of extremely cheap housing
in the western world's great cities.
Vienna was an especially important center of modernism, for it was here that Sigmund Freud
founded psychoanalysis-a modernist achievement Cantor hails as the leading intellectual accomplishment
of the twentieth century. He argues that psychoanalysis has been more effective and more compassionate
than religion in helping people to deal with mental problems.
Regarding religion in the twentieth century, Cantor writes that Western theology, grounded in
a traditional Judaic-Christian world view, would seemingly be impervious to modernist penetration. To
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show that modernism did indeed shape even Westem theology would be a striking demonstration of the
movement's power. The author does just that, beginning his analysis with the Swiss Calvinist Karl Barth,
whom Cantor believes to have been the greatest theologian of our century.
Barth, who published his works in the 1920s, reacted strongly to World War I. To him the war
demonstrated the moral bankruptcy of the West. The liberal theology of the nineteenth century had been
wrong; human society was not making moral progress. We were the same sinners we had always been.
A neo-Augustinian, Barth believed that only divine grace can redeem our sinful state.
Another Swiss, Paul Klee, figures highly in Cantor's section on modernist painting. Klee is a
prime example of how modernist artists and intellectuals, through the new mobility the railroad and
steamship era ushered in, were able to travel across Europe and the Atlantic with ease in pursuit of their
creative endeavors. In Germany Klee and the Russian artist Wassily Kandinsky became the predominant
figures of the expressionist painting movement. In the 1920s, Klee taught painting in the Bauhaus, an
architectural, design, and painting institution committed to modernist principles. Once Hitler rose to
power, Klee went to Switzerland.
Klee, ranked by most critics with Kandinsky, Picasso, and Georges Braque among the great
modem painters, is important not only for his paintings, but also for his writings. He was the theorist
of modernist painting in the 1920s and wrote much on the subject. The abstract school of expressionism
interested him the most. Klee wrote that in his painting he hoped to release abstract structures in order
to break through all schematic intent and to realize a new naturalism. Chinese and Indian art and
philosophy, along with Middle Eastern art forms-he traveled once to Tunisia-were rich sources for his
abstract art.
Cantor discusses at great length the history of the Left and Right within their European and
American contexts and finds both political movements to be wanting, in large part because neither the
Left nor the Right has been able to come up with a satisfactory response to modernism. His examination
of the relationship between modernism and politics is original and provocative.
In a variety of arenas, the Left is winning the cultural war against the Right.

Take the

commercial theater for instance. Each week audiences around the world see "Les Mis~rables," a musical
Cantor describes as a "festival of blatant leftist propaganda" accompanied by "mediocre and derivative
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music." The university is the Left's strongest bastion, yet the power it enjoys in academe cannot mask
the Left's abdication of the political front; leftist academic discourse on Marxist and post-modem theory
bears little relationship to the realities of the working class.
The inherent contradictions between Marxism and modernism pose major problems for the Left.
Marxism, liking to think of itself as progressive has often tried to hitch itself to modernism, but Marxism,
possessing a linear view of history which ends history with the inevitable victory of Marxism, is a
moralistic Victorian construct.

In contrast, modernism is ahistorical, removing history from

consideration.
The most fundamental conflict between modernism and Marxism is that whereas modernism wants
the utmost degree of creative freedom for its artists, writers and scientists, Marxism seems to always end
up harnessing the creativity of these individuals for the promotion of its ideological agenda.
The Right's great opportunity for achieving a political breakthrough came during the ReaganThatcher era. Cantor argues that despite much talk, neither of these leaders made significant progress
towards the dismantling of the welfare state. On the cultural front, the failure of the Right to reconcile
its support of the economic forces of the free market and technology with its loyalty to the traditional
values of church and family has critically divided the conservative movement. Unsure itself about which
direction if wishes to take, the Right is in no position to present an agenda for the country.
Critically compromising any effort of the Right to produce an appealing agenda for the United
States is its obliviousness to the shaping force of the twentieth century-modernism. Cantor writes: "The
Right nowadays appears for the most part to write off the modernist ear and hark back directly to
Victorian modes and concepts." This neo-Victorianism of the Right is not appealing to America's
educated elite, a group whose "intellectual horizons stretch toward a future of high technology, global
information systems, high consumption, sexual freedom, and personal autonomy."
Cantor does not predict when the next cultural revolution will occur, but he does express the hope
that the globalization of culture, a process which will enable educated people the world over to aspire to
a similar middle-class lifestyle, will make the next century more peaceful than its predecessor. He has
no doubt that the next century will be one of intense international competition in which the W estem
middle and working classes will have to scrap harder than ever to stay afloat.
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1he American Century is remarkable. The author's scope is wide, yet he does not deal with his

subjects in an encyclopedic and disconnected manner. Cantor has accomplished the daunting task of
writing a work that synthesizes the political and cultural forces of the twentieth century. His gripping
narrative style carries us along quickly through the book's 500+ pages. Upon finishing the book, I was
left wanting more!

Fred Jordan, Graduate Student
Department of Romance Languages
University of Tennessee at Knoxville

Yvonne Leimgruber, "'Gott treu das ganze Leben weihen.' Ausschnitte aus dem Leben der
Benediktinerin Gertrud Leupi (1825-1904)," in: Der Geschichtsfreund. Mitteilungen des

Historischen Vereins der Fanj Orte Luzern, Uri, Schwyz, Unterwalden ob und nid dem
Walds und Z.Ug. 150. Band. Herausgegeben von Urspeter Schelbert (Stans:
Kommissionsverlag Josef von Matt, 1997):5-34.
The study explores how Gertrud Leupi, founder of several monasteries for_Benedictines in
Switzerland and the United States, experienced "the modernization process of the nineteenth century."
The author intends to answer the questions: "How did Gertrude Leupi experience that transformation,
how did she relate to it? How did that history evolve in its most narrow confines, how were the greater
processes of change mirrored in the smallest historical unit, the individual?" Leimgruber finds that it was
a deeply held faith that enabled women like Gertrud Leupi to accomplish their goals of founding
institutions devoted to education and social service despite severe obstacles such as general apathy, lack
of support by those in power, or a virulent anti-Catholicism, especially after the defeat of the Catholic-led

Sonderbund in 1847.
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